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SPORT AND SOCIETY FOR ARETE
August 18, 1993
While on vacation in the mountains of North Carolina adjacent to
the mountains of Tennessee, I had the great privilege to see
reports on the local TV stations of media day at the University
of Tennessee. The interest of the media was not directed at the
president of the university, or the unveiling of some new piece
of technology or super computer, but rather it was media day for
Big Orange football. All the solemnity
usually reserved for religious exercises or the reporting of
international diplomacy was dragged out for this occasion. I was
struck particularly by the seriousness of those coaches and
players interviewed. We were talking big time college football
here, the essence of the life experience, not something as
mundane as a Nobel Prize in Literature or Physics.
Players talked about the need to be ready, the desire to be
tested. The anticipation seemed to be matched only by the
determination. Players talked about being as good as they could
possibly be, about being ready to take it to the next level,
about the need to put team first over individual awards,
achievements, or goals. There was discussion of the pressures of
pre-season rankings and the need to prove oneself on the playing
field. This is a confident group of volunteers. They are
confident of their own abilities, of their chances for an SEC
championship, national rankings, a bowl game, and even a
national championship. In short the Big Orange is ready. It is a
time for greatness.
Two recent baseball stories need comment as well. The sale of
the Baltimore Orioles to a syndicate of people including a raft
of celebrities with Baltimore roots for $173 million dollars was
a major eye catcher. The price of the thrill of victory and the
agony of defeat has just increased dramatically for Jim Mackay
and other would-be high rollers on the sports scene. Although
considered excessive and the result of a bidding war, the price
paid for the Orioles will certainly raise the threshold of
anticipated future profits.
Eli Jacobs bought this team only four years ago for $70M. Not a
bad return on investment, especially during a recession in an
industry that is in considerable trouble, at least according to
the owners.
Don Fehr must be celebrating in the wake of these developments
which once again give the lie to those who are constantly crying

wolf, and talking about crunch time in the economics of
baseball. Baltimore is at best a medium sized market in baseball
terms, and if it is selling at this price what then is the
market value of major franchises, and what is all of this saying
about the mood of investors who are not exactly inclined to
throw money down a rat hole.
Also in baseball the Nolan Ryan calf roping event was the
highlight of recent weeks. The dog days of August started a bit
early with a large number of bench clearing incidents, but the
Ryan roundup was the best thing I've seen in years. Ryan no
doubt has a great deal of experience taking the steer around the
head and pulling it to the ground, although it is doubtful that
he punches them in the head or delivers an upper cut to jaw of
the little doggies. Robin Ventura was not so lucky.
It is mind boggling to think of the bench jockeying that Ventura
will be subjected to for the next several months and maybe even
years. Here is a strong young specimen taken in a headlock by a
46 year old man, and then pummelled on the head and chin. Robin
just might be a candidate for an honorary AARP membership.
There have been a number of suggestions as to where this will
lead. Don King is said to be trying to promote a Ryan-Forman
bout. Others have suggested that Ryan has an obvious future with
Hulk Hogan and the boys in the WWF. The headlock he put on
Ventura was reminiscent of Vern Gagne in his golden years.
Part of the Ryan mystique is founded on the proposition that
most rational human beings are terrified at the prospect of
being hit by a 100 mph fast ball. Intimidation has always been
part of baseball, and the fear factor in hitting is one of the
least discussed and most important aspects of success for both
hitters and pitchers. No one digs in on Nolan Ryan, no one is
dumb
enough to try, at least more than once. Ryan believes that the
pitcher owns at least half the plate, and he knows that his
success has something to do with instilling fear into the hearts
of men.
Having said all of that I am still somewhat amazed by the fact
that over the years, and especially in recent times, Ryan has
been able to throw at batters with impunity. He seems to have
gotten nastier in this respect with age, but maybe that's his
way of compensating for the two or three
miles per hour that have come off his fast ball.
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